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The Teaching: Four Noble Truths

The Three Jewels are the root structure of Buddhism. “The root teaching of the
Buddha, the turn of the wheel he set in motion, is known as the Four Noble Truths:

1. Suffering (dubkha) 3. Liberation (nirvana)
2. Attachment (rrishna) 4. The path of liberation (arga)

"The Buddha said he had but one thing to teach—the nature of suffering, and freedom
from suffering. Here is that teaching.

Tn 25 words or less: 1) “There’s the fact of
suffering.” 2) “There’s a cause to suffering.”
3) “There’s an end of suffering.” 4) “There’s a This Is

sy to/end suffering. The Sanskiit word trishna

You do the math. You don’t have to be a can be translated as desire. It's
rocket scientist to see that putting these four '}_'e root of our word for thirst.
propositions at the forefront of your aware- Like the thirst of a person all alone

in a desert, it seems unquench-
able. It can also be translated as
attachment. Another good trans:
lation, in this context, would be

ness, understanding what they mean, and
testing them out could change your life—for
the good. All the rest of the Buddha’s teach-

ings could be seen as elaboration. These four clinging, grabbing. In modern,
interlocking sayings can teach us to grasp the colloquial terms: being hung up,
human enigma of life and death ... recognize having a hangup. J
the origin of and cure for human anguish ...

and awaken to life’s sublime perfections.

Four facts of life. “Truths” as in a proclamation: “We hold these truths to be self-
evident.” “Noble” because they can ennoble us. Revealing the nobility of what it means
to be a human being. In Chinese, they’re called the Four Holy Truths. Another trans-
lation might be Four Worthy Hypotheses.

The teaching, shoehorned into 75 words or less, is: 1) we'll inevitably reach a point
where we'll say life sucks. Why? From 2) craving after stuff, or clinging to thoughts,
which can never truly satisfy ... born of unrealistic images of life ... life being imper-
manent, and interconnected, yet we try to make out that it isn’t. Nevertheless, 3)
everyone can free themselves from continual disappointment. How? By 4) recogniz-
ing the life’s truth we resist facing, and personally taking steps to understand and
actualize that truth in our daily lives. Okay, now let’s look deeper.
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Leaves from the Bodhi Tree

Following his enlightenment, the Buddha adapted his teachings o the capacity of his:
listeners. Thus it is said that during his 50-some years of traveling and teaching, the:

® Buddha faught dharma in 84,000 different ways. This led 1o the expression, “There

are 84,000 dharma doors,” meaning there are 84,000 different paths (or doors| to
the truth. (This humble Complete Idiof’s Guide is but one.)

Now imagine that raindrops could be classified, and the tally came to 84,000 drops,
and all drops fall equally, but big trees lap up more water, and dead trees can't absorb
any at all. So there are 84,000 different kinds of trees, all absorbing rain differently.
And different kinds of people, all absorbing dharma. And different kinds of schools of
Buddhism, adapted to different needs. And so we see how the ultimate dimension
reflects the relative dimension, and vice versa.

The First Fact of Life

It began with the young prince’s stark confrontation with the facts of life: sickness,
old age, and death. No one gets out pain-free. Oh, maybe you're lucky: Perhaps your
body doesn’t send you pain signals when something’s wrong, your old age will be a
bed of roses, and you'll die in your sleep when you least expect it. Even so, let’s face
it, because your life span will ultimately end you’ll never be able to have it all. (And
even if you could, where would you put all of it?!) And so you’re bound to be dis-
appointed, you’re bound to try some seeming solution that really only perpetuates
suffering. (Unless you wake up to life’s truth.) Call it Fact Number One:

Life will always be a bumpy road.

The Second Fact of Life

It's common wisdom that recognizing a problem is the hardest part of dealing with a
problem. Pains are inevitable, but we don’t have to experience needless suffering. We
can identify the root of our suffering.

Needless suffering comes from trying to hang on to life, which is impermanent, ever
changing. Like trying to catch the wind. And since we are life, trying to hang on to
life is like trying to bite your teeth. (Exercise: Take a deep breath, then hold it. Notice
how that builds up anxiety and cuts you off from natural process. That’s a problem.)
Even our pleasure can cause suffering, if we try to hang on to it.

When the Buddha discovered the Middle Way, he attained great understanding. Suffer-
ing is not enough. That’s just another form of attachment. His self-hate and self-love
were two names for the same thing: attachment to self. What is se/f? A construct we
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create to avoid suffering. A separation of our experience from the oneness of life.
Seeing the waves, but not the ocean.

He let go of attachment. Once he took food, his health came back and he could see
and think clearly again. And no longer being so hard on himself allowed him to feel a
litle compassion for himself. And for all beings. "

Mystic poet William Blake epitomized the Buddhist definition of attachment when he
wrote, “He who binds himself to a joy, does the winged life destroy.” And he contin-
ues, “But he who kisses the joy as it flies, lives in eternity’s sunrise.”

Recognition of the Buddha’s second fact clarifies his first. Life is truly suffering because
we try to run away from its inevitability. The ways we try to scheme and bargain with
life’s infirmities and impermanences are all bound to fail—and bring us further need-
less suffering. Like trying to hold our breath. We seck alternative illusions, building
up more of the same under different names, rather than let go of our faulty viewpoint.

The second truth locates the cause of suffering in trishna, craving—craving, maybe
wanting the right things but in the wrong way, or wanting what’s beyond our grasp—
a misplaced sense of values. So since we can’t change life, we can change our values,
our way of going about the business of living. Instead of trying to hang on to life, why
not become one with it, instead? i

This grotesque creature’s
called a “bungry ghost”
(Sunshrit, preta; Chinese, li
mei), this one being of the

mmense, because
of its ravenous hunger, but
its throat’s only as wide as a

soda straw

- sometimes only
the eye of a needle. And so
it’s emaciated because it can’t
get enough food to nourish
itself, let alone slake its enor-
mous appetite. It symbolizes
human craving for more than
it can ever have. (When's the
last time you felt in a some-
what similar shape?)

Drawing: Gary Gach
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The Third Fact of Life

The third fact looks even deeper, toward the end of the whole affair. Since we bring
pain onto ourselves, we can end doing so. The candle that has us so hypnotized is in
our own hands. We can blow it out and step out into the plain light of day. It’s a mat-
ter of our choice. Period. The rest is theme and variations. We can stop trying to
clutch, as if life or our happiness were a thing. As if happiness comes in a box tied up
in a red ribbon with a neat little bow that we can just order off a shelf, and that we’ll
be unhappy if we can’t get it. We can end such delusions.

We can’t end sickness, old age, or death, but we can stop setting ourselves up for a
fall. We can stop investing in an unrealistic outlook on them. We can face the fact that
we won't live forever. Accumulating more and more stuff won’t prevent that final day
when we’ll have to give it all back. (And if we were immortal, just imagine what our
Visa bill would be!)

‘The only place we have in which we can live is #ow. The present is the only place
that’s ever available to us—and contains within it everything, if we let go and live it
fully. Reality is staring us in the face, only we're too busy chasing rainbows to see it.

We can clear up two common stereotypes about Buddhism here:

¢ The Buddha didn’t say all life is suffering. (What a drag that would ha)‘ Rather,
he got at the inevitability of suffering in such a way that to really understand it
would enable anyone to be free of it.

4 The Buddha didn’t say anyone should cease desiring. As living beings we'll
always desire water and air, comfort and kindness. What he did say was not to
hang on to our desires, and thus get hung up. Rather, live life to the fullest. Find
out thus what’s important. And let be.

The Buddha taught a simple truth that isn’t always easy to accept. We're like spiders
caught in our own web. The Buddha taught that we can recognize the Three Poisons
that fuel our running round and round in our self-created rat cage: greed (clinging
desire), anger (thwarted desire), and delusion (ignorance of the way things are, which
forms the basis of the other two and also gives birth to fear). Perhaps the ultimate
delusion is that our happiness exists outside of ourselves, as if we're separate from the
oneness of life. When we recognize and understand these are poisons we cling to, and
then step aside, we find the door to the cage is open. Freedom is just a step away.

Remember Kisa Gotami, clutching her dead child to her breast, thinking it could still
live. So, too, do we clutch our suffering to our own breast as if that’s our identity,
rather than awaken to what’s unborn and will never die, our true nature.
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Drawing: Robert Crumb

The Buddha likened our delusion to a small child, home alone, playing with toys
while the house is burning down. He invites us to stop and see the source of the fire
and extinguish it, rather than feed it by clinging. Blowing out the candle of clinging
to illusory concepts and seeing reality directly is called nirvana.

This Is

Nirvana represents the state of ullimate perfection, beyond dualism, beyond
words. The Sanskrit word literally means "extinguishing”: the extinction of duhkha, diffi
culties, pain; extinction of the three fires [or poisons) of ignorance, greed, and anger;
liberation from samsara, the wheel of endless rebirth based on the karma of our actions;
end of ignorance and delusion. Sometimes called “the other shore,” it's attainable, here

and now.

Rather than playing with sandcastles or doll’s houses, we can face our pain, duhkha, real-
ize its needlessness, and also forgive ourselves for having clung to it anyway. ‘Then move
on. Tt takes work, but we have only the rest of our lives to rediscover how precious
each moment really is. To look at the world with the freshness and wonder of a child
again, now with the maturity of a responsible adult—what a wonderful opportunity!
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@ Hear and Now

“It is the nature of life that all
bemgs will face difficullies; through
enlightened living one can tran-
scend these difficulties, ullimately
become fulfilled, liberated, and
free.... The way fo realize this
liberation and enlightenment is
by leading a compassionate life
of virlue, wisdom, and meditation.
These three spiritual trainings
comprise the teachings of the
EightFold Path to Enlightenment.”

—lama Surya Das

The Fourth Fact of Life

We’re mature enough to know true happiness doesn’t
lie in our job title, nor our married name. Nor are we
nothing, either. We're the unique crossroads of all
the happenings within and outside us, of which we’re
unaware when we identify ourselves with our per-
sonal hang-ups. When we get all wound up and
bound up in “self,” we make a very small package.
Awakening to our true nature, we find what vast
luminosity we really are. The inherent buddha nature
all beings innately possess. Our birthright. Holy Fact
Number Three: Awakening, enlightenment, is possi-
ble. And Holy Fact Number Four: There is a path
(marga, in Sanskrit).

We all can enjoy the true happiness called freedom. It’s in our very being. But some-
how, somewhere along the way, we forget, actually choose to forget. Buddha’s here to
remind us, showing us the way.

I live on a one-way street, and sometimes a car turns onto it, facing the wrong way.
It’s a great image of the first truth, duhkha. Then I see them turn around, when they
notice the cars all pointing the other way, and sometimes even before another comes
headed their way. This turning around, this awakening of mind, is like the fourth
truth, the beginning of the Path. If Buddha were a road sign, he'd be “Stop. Look
Around. Change Your Mind.” The fourth and final Holy Truth is a guided tour of the
way of harmony and love. The Path.

The Buddha blazed a trail for us. The fourth noble truth points to that trail. (And its
map is entirely the subject of the very next chapter.) To some, it might seem at first
glance like a tall order. Venturing into freedom might seem like stepping off a 10,000~
foot pole. Only a complete idiot would do that, some might say. Yet others could
argue that only a complete idiot would've gotten up on that pole in the first place.

This fourth holy fact reminds me of the monk Siddhartha saw, following sickness, old
age, and death. The monk said nothing to him. Yet to the prince it was as if the monk
were telling him, “You are not alone in your quest for truth. Come and see. There is
way.” (Indeed, no one on a quest for awakening walks alone. The whole universe
yearns for enlightenment.)
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The Buddha ultimately found that different path. Not esoteric, but one anyone could
travel on. Instead of the arduous pain of asceticism, one with self-discipline of body,
spirit, and mind. “After trial and error,” he tells s, “this is the path I've found. I say
it’s correct, and beneficial from start to finish. Please, come and try it and see for
yourself.”

It is up to each of us. You must take the path yourself in order to really see it."Over
time, you might even be it.

[heme and Variations

Four facts of life not all of us learned as kids. Four truths to renew the nobility of our
lives. Here are some variations on ways of appreciating their meaning, so you can
begin to understand and apply them to your daily life. (This section is also a model
for expanding on other doctrines throughout this book, on your own.)

Objective, scientific, and compassionate, like a good doctor, the Buddha made this
compact list:

1. Symptom: duhkha, suffering
2. Diagnosis: trishna, ignorance, attachment
3. Prognosis: nirvana, liberation is possible

4. Prescription: marga, the Eightfold Path

Short and sweet. Like something jotted on those little prescription pads doctors use.
Only it doesn’t require anything external, like a drug. Rather, it’s something to take
home to study and use to cultivate our own natural curative powers.

We compared the Sangha to a clinic, where Dr. Buddha prescribes medicine (Dharma).
Here, the Fourth Holy Truth (the Eightfold Path) prescribes a whole plan of treat-
ment, for healing, not unlike the way a doctor might recommend a balanced diet,
enough exercise, and rest. Otherwise, prescribed medication or surgery may not have
a lasting effect.

Another way to embrace the Buddha in our own lives is to consider the teachings in
terms of active verbs rather than static nouns. (Actually, Sanskrit words can work as
verbs as much as nouns.) Buddha’s a verb: to awaken; Dharma’s being in harmony
with what is; Sangha is gathering to follow the Way.

Yet another approach might be to phrase the four truths as questions. If you're famil-
far with the contemporary mystic Byron Katie, you'll hear how the four truths asked




